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Appearances Are Everything 

 

Your appearance is a visible biography; you are a walking billboard, advertising lots of 

information about yourself.  Based on your appearance, any thinking person can rightly deduct 

very important indicators of your character; what you think of yourself, what you believe in, your 

trustworthiness, your intelligence and education, and even what kind of beer you drink.  Tattoos, 

body piercing, hairstyles, the clothes you wear, and how they are worn, all communicate in no 

uncertain terms what kind of person you are.  Cops have honed this kind of observation into a 

high art.  Simply by observation of appearance, they can tell what kind of drugs someone uses, 

where they probably live, the kind of work they do, what gang they belong to, if they have 

served time in prison, whether or not someone is carrying a concealed weapon, and what kind 

of crimes they are likely to commit.  Try it, you’ll be amazed at what you can deduce from 

another person’s appearance! 

 

Salesmen wear ‘power ties’; successful ladies have short hairstyles, watches and 

jewelry communicate status and authority.  You can read a soldier’s entire history by the ribbons 

he wears; where he’s been, what he’s done, and displays of personal courage.  Have you ever 

gone to an event underdressed?  Remember that powerful feeling of wanting to hide 

somewhere?  As a society we dress far more casually than our parents and grand parents did.  

So the power of dress and its capacity to influence other people doesn’t get the attention it once 

did; except for Mom’s admonition to wear clean underwear in case you have to go to the 

hospital.  But the inherent nature of people to unconsciously respond to someone’s dress is a 

powerful human instinct.  Once you understand this, you can manipulate your dress to gain an 

advantage in any social situation.  When you look good you know it, it ‘feels’ good, and your 

self-confidence soars.  So, the next time someone tells you, “You can’t judge a book by its 

cover”, remember people are not books, but you sure can read them like one – and they can 

read you too! 

 

Introduction 

  

 Gorilla Guides are common in the Air Force.  They are not part of any official regulation 

or instruction.  They are written to integrate regulations, practices, and policies into a sort of 

‘how to’ handbook to get specific things done.   They cover what manuals and instructions don’t.  

I believe a gorilla guide on uniforms for Civil Air Patrol is long overdue.  What I intend to do 

here, is to give you some insight into the Air Force uniform and how best to prepare and wear it, 

so you can partake of the pride, honor, and respect it bestows on those who wear it well. 

 

During my career in the Air Force I paid close attention to the customs of wearing the 

uniform, and watched those customs change over the years.  I sought out every trick and ploy to 

prepare and wear the uniform, so when I wore it, it was worn well.  And, I believe, that had a 

great influence on rapid promotions and career opportunities. 

 

Respect is the first step in wearing the uniform; it is your visible offering to the past, to 

those who served before you.  When you wear it you become part of its tradition, visible proof, 

that time honored customs still live on.  Remember, every time you put that uniform on you no 

longer represent yourself; you become the Civil Air Patrol, and the United States Air Force.  And 

every one who sees you will judge you, CAP, and the Air Force based on your appearance.  

  

During my time in the Air Force I traveled to many air bases.  Most of those hosted a 

Civil Air Patrol Squadron.  On more than one occasion, to my chagrin (being a former cadet), I 
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overheard bitter comments from airmen about how CAP was wearing their uniform, or as one 

airman said to me, “degrading it”.   

  

 To be fair, most CAP members never served a tour in a uniform.  So, they don’t 

understand there is a vast gulf separating the uniform from civilian clothes.  Nor do they 

comprehend the depth of pride airmen have for it, or the deep offense taken when they 

see it worn improperly.  In fact, the Air Force takes the uniform so serious that violations 

can be punished as a ¡°§«§¬~ª=­¤¤£¬±£, under Articles 15 and 19, of the Uniform Code of 

Military Justice.  The offender is subject to extra duty, base restrictions, fines, reduction 

in rank, forfeiture of pay, and even confinement!   

 

 Not all CAP members discredit the uniform, some are sharp as tacks, but there are 

enough marginal people out there to give us all concern – improper uniform wear does 

incalculable damage to Civil Air Patrol’s public image, reputation, and esteem; and that hurts 

each and every one of us.  When I joined CAP and attended the Squadron Leadership Course 

(SLS), it was shocking how little time was spent on wear of the uniform, and how casually it was 

presented – “just read 39-1,” they said. 

 

This casual attitude is a failure to understand the uniform’s true purpose and function; 

which is more than putting everybody in color coordinated outfits.  The uniform is the keystone 

in the foundation of all military tradition, discipline, morale, and unit cohesion.  General George 

Patton took command of II Corps in North Africa right after the German’s had kicked the snot 

out of it at Kasserine Pass.  He lamented to his orderly about the sorry state of his soldier’s 

uniforms: “If they don’t look like soldiers, and don’t act like soldiers, how can I get them to fight 

like soldiers?”  Patton was merciless; he levied huge fines, busted, and even jailed offenders, 

and he did so on the spot!  Within days no one dared to be caught out of uniform.  II Corps was 

never beaten in battle again.   

 

Throwing a manual at someone who has no clue about how to prepare or wear the 

uniform is the short cut to guaranteed substandard appearance. Reading a book about surgery 

doesn’t make you a surgeon, and reading the uniform manual is even less effective.  The 

uniform manual, by itself, is not the first, last, or only word, on wearing the uniform.  39-1 is a 

minimum standard, and in the Air Force, a minimum standard is never acceptable, and that 

includes its own Instruction on uniforms. 

 

39-1 exists in a vacuum and requires context. Those missing contexts are the customs 

and traditions for preparing and wearing the Air Force uniform.  These aren’t written down, they 

are passed from airman to airman, beginning in basic training.  And over time, those customs 

change.  Air Force Instruction (AFI) 36-2903, does not require spit shined shoes and boots, but 

all airmen do it.  The AFI says nothing about ‘high and tight’ haircuts, but everyone gets them.  

The AFI does not require heavy starched shirts or BDUs, but every base laundry has racks 

stuffed with them.  The same can be said for 39-1.  What this guide will present are the 

unwritten uniform customs and traditions - the ones that truly matter, and make all the 

difference. 

 

 

 

 

 

  


